1. PHONETICS AND PHONEMICS 

1.0. Introductory 

In describing Garo phonetics and phonemics, J take up the phonemes 
one by one and give their allophones according to the various positions in 
which each occur. In general, the phonetic systiem is quite simple. Neither 
tone nor stress is phonemically important, though juncture is, particularly that 
between syllables. The only segmental phoneme to give most foreigners any 
real difficulty is the glottal stop, particularly when it occurs in combinations 
with other consonants (phonetically " glottalized consonants " j. In this chapter 
only, [ ] enclose phonetic symbols, while / / enclose phonemic symbols. In 
later chapters, Garo examples are simply shown in italics. 

Garo can be described as having 21 segmental phonemes, 5 vowels and 
16 consonants. In addition there are important features of juncture. 

1.1. Vowels: 

/a/ A low central unrounded vowel, very similar to standard American 
a as in "father", or just slightly to the front of that, /caq-a/ *to be able*; 
/a-pa/ * father.' 

/e/ A mid or higher mid front vowel with slight lip spreading. As 
syllable final this phoneme is pronounced very slightly higher than when used 
in closed syllables (syllables ending in consonants). It is pronounced slightly 
lower, than the sound in French it^^ but not so low as in French bSie* 
/dam-be/ * young*; /ce*r-a/ *far.* 

/o/ A higher mid back vowel which is strongly rounded. It is very 
similar to the vowel in French "beau**, /don-bo/ * put!* (imperative); 
/nok-o/ * in the house*. 

/u/ A high central vowel, which is moderately rounded, but considerably 
less so than /o/. It is neither so rounded nor so far front as the vowel in 
French "lune**, or so far back as that in English "boot**, though it can be 
reminiscent of both, /cu/ * rice beer*; /sur-sur/ 'systematically*. 

None of these four vowels, /a, e, o, u/ have a trace of diphthongization. All 
may be pronounced slightly longer when they occur as syllable final than when 
they occur in closed syllables, but the difference is not great. Except for /e/ as 
noted above, there is no appreciable variation in position or in articulation, 
dependent upon the phonetic environment. 

/i/ This phoneme is articulated in strikingly different ways in different 
phonemic environmentSr The most important variation depends upon whether 
or not this vowel occurs as syllable final. As syllable final or when followed 
by /*/, it is a high front unrounded vowelj much like the vowels of French 
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id. When it occurs in closed syllables, it is again unrounded, or actually 
slightly spread, but it is a higher-mid central vowel. That is, it is both lower, 
and further back than when it occurs as syllable final. Furthermore, in closed 
syllables it is shorter than in open syllables. It is ordinarily pronounced just 
slightly higher and sometimes a bit further back than the unaccented [9] of 
English, as **the men", /bi-bik/ * intestine*; /bir-gri/ *weak'; /bi*-am-a/ 
*to beg'. 

The length of the vowel /i/ also depends upon the particular consonants 
surrounding it When preceded immediately by /s/, the /i/ is pronounced very 
short, whether or not it is syllable final, and indeed it is sometimes not voiced 
at all. These occurrences strike one at first as consonant clusters, but there are 
two reasons for preferring to consider them as containing allophones of the 
vowel /i/: (1) If such cases were considered to be consonant clusters, there 
would be sylkbles with no vowels, or with /s/ acting as a vocalic, a condition 
that is completely out of harmony with the rest of Garo structure ; (2) it would 
make it difficult to distinguish such sequences as that which I would analyse 
as /sik/ from others such as /sk/, which is phonetically distinct and which must 
be considered a cluster (see sec. 1.3). As has been said, this shortening occurs 
whether /i/ is acting as syllable final or not, though it is particularly noticeable 
when occurring in closed syllables, /jak-a-si-ci/ *to the left*; /sik-a/ *wish.* 

I'll is also shortened when it is followed in the same syllable by /n/ or 
/r/. When /i/ occurs between /s/ and /n/ or /r/, it is, as it were, shortened 
from both ends, and as a phonetic unit it virtually ceases to exist. For instance, 
the word for 'seven* is phonetically [sni], but phonemically it is best analysed 
as /sin-i/. When /i/ is followed by /i}/, it is pronounced particularly far back 
in a back mid unrounded position, /min-a/ 'cooked*; /mir-a/ *fat*; /sin-a/ 
*cold';/cii|-a/ *we.* 

I am aware of a very few words, all of which are apparently borrowed 
from Bengali, in which a high front unrounded vowel like die final allophone 
of /i/ is used in a non-final position, e.g., git 'song,* and cin 'sign, symbol.* I 
do not believe that these can be taken to negate the generalization that the 
phones discussed above are allophones of the same phonemes, but rather, these 
few words must be taken as not being fully assimilated to the phonemic 
pattern of Garo. 

1.2. Consonants: 

/b/ A voiced bilabial stop, /bi-a/ 'he*; /bem-bo/ 'bend down!* 

/d/ A voiced apico-dental stop, /doq-a/ 'there are*; /sam-dik/ 'curry 

pot.' 

/g/ A voiced back dorso-velar stop. It is pronounced well back of the 

English "g**. It is very relaxed and sometimes as a free variation though 

not generally as word initial, the stop is not even completed, so that it 
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becomes a voiced back dorso-velar spirant much like a relaxed version of the 
unrolled French "r". /a-gan-a/ * speak*; /garj-gu/ * mosquito.* 

/p, t, k/ As syllable initials or as members of initial clusters, these three 
consonants are all pronounced in the same positions as the corresponding 
members of the voiced series above. When initial, they are all unvoiced, 
aspirated and more tense than the voiced series, /tam-pi/ *fly*; /ker-ka/ 
'cotton gin*; /po-ti-a/ *boil.* 

As syllable final, there is only one set of stops. They are unvoiced but 
unaspirated and released only as required for articulation of a following phoneme : 
[p**, t**, k**,]. They are less tense than the series of voiceless stops which 
occur initially. Distributionally it would be equally possible to classify these 
finals either with initial /b, d, g/ or with /p, t, k/ since there is only one 
syllable final set, in contrast to the two syllable initial sets. More or less 
arbitrarily, but in conformance with traditional spelling, I have assigned them 
to the /p, t, k/ series, /cip-a/ * close*; /op-jok/ 'sucked*; /cik-at-a/ 'make 
bite.' 

/m, n, q/ These are voiced nasals which are formed in the same positions 
in the mouth as the corresponding stops listed above, /m/ and /n/ can occur 
both initially and finally in the syllable, /r|/ only finally. The nasals are in 
no way remarkable, /nam-a/ *good*; /mii)-a/ * named*; /man-de/ *man.' 

/s/ A voiceless lamino-alveolar rill spirant. It is made with that portion 
of the blade of the tongue used to articulate the English sh, but the tongue is 
pressed considerably forward of its position for that English phoneme, so that 
articulation is made at the same portion of the alveola as English s. The 
accoustic effect of Garo /s/ is intermediate to these two English spirants though 
the precise position is dialectically variable, /sam-si/ * grass*; /-ska-/ 'instead*. 
/s/ is used only as syllable initial except in a few imperfectly assimilated 
borrowed words and even in these alternate pronounciations are frequent, 
/gir-es/'^/gir-e-si/ * glass * ; /dos/'-«'/do-sit/ ' guilt.* 

/c/ This is an affricate in the same position as /s/. It must be considered 
as a single phoneme rather than as a cluster since to call it /ts/ would be to 
suggest that /j/ be called /dz/ but "z** does not exist in Garo as a separate 
phoneme, /c/ is phonetically intermediate between English "ts** of "hats'* 
and "ch" of "church", /ca-ci/ 'relative'; /cun/ 'limc*. 

/j/ A voiced affricate in the same articulatory position as /c/. It is 
intermediate between English "j" of "judge", and "dz" of "pads". /jo-jor|/ 
'baby brother*; /jam/ 'grain storage house.* 

Considerations of symmetry would lead one to expect a voiced phoneme 
/z/ corresponding to /s/, but sudi a phoneme does not ^xist in Garo. 

/r/ As syllable initial, or as a member of an initial cluster, this is a voiced 
alveolar flap, or very brief trill. When syllable, but not word final, and when 
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followed by an initial vowel in the next syllable, it is a voiced lateral [1] but 
when word final or followed by an initial consonant in the next syllable, it is 
subject to considerable variation both dialectically, and freely for any one 
speaker. Some speakers use a latelral fairly consistently in such positions. 
Others use a flap, which is slightly forward of the syllable initial position of 
this phoneme. More common perhaps is the use of one or the other of these 
sounds, or all grades in between, at random. 

Sophisticated Garos who have been influenced by the conventional 
spelling of Garo (which transcribes this phoneme as "1" when it occurs 
finally and uses "1" initially in some borrowed words) or those who are 
bilingual in English, or one of the Indie languages, (and these groups generally 
overlap) frequently make a consistent distinction between initial "r" and 
"1", and more rarely final "r" and "1" also. These people pronounce 
some recently borrowed words with an initial "1", such as /lem/ *lamp*;. 
/le-ka/ * paper* (from Bengali), and for these spfeakers /I/ and /r/ must be set 
up as different and distinct phonemes. More rustic speakers, however, 
pronounce these words as /rem/ and /re-ka/ and one phoneme describes the 
situation adequately. All examples are transcribed as **r" in this Grammar. 

/h/ A glottal fricative. It is often accompanied by slight velar friction 
as well, but is much closer to the English "h" than to the sound of German 
"ach**. /ha-i/ * let's go!*; /ha/ 'here, take it*; /-a-ha/ *past time marker.* 

/w/ Phonetically this is a continuant made with a close position of the 
jaw and slightly rounded lips, but less rounding than is used for the phoneme 
/u/ which is phonetically rather similar. In the structure of Garo, however, 
it is an unmistakable consonant, occurring as syllable initial before all vowels, 
but never occurring after another consonant in the same syllable. /wa*-a/ 
* bamboo * ; /wen-a/ * to wind.* 

/*/ A glottal stop. When this occurs between two vowels, it is 
phonetically clear. Morphological statements are simplified by considering such 
an intervocalic glottal stop to be the final consonant of the preceding syllable 
rather than the initial of the following syllable. 

A glottal stop may also occur before the syllable initial allophone of any 
consonant, which can therefore be considered as the initial consonant of the 
syllable following that of the glottal stop. Phonetically these occurrences of 
the glottal stop clearly precede the other consonant. There are other cases, 
however, where it is not phonetically obvious whether the glottal stop precedes 
or accompanies or follows the consonant. This happens in some occurrences 
of /m, n, rj, and r/ with a glottal stop and in fact, these are phonetically 
glottalized consonants. (They contrast with the examples where the glottal 
stop unambiguously precedes the same consonants.) Though these are phoneti- 
cally glottalized consonants, they can be written as /*ni, 'n, 'i), and *r/ and be 
recognized as distinctive by the position of the syllable division which must 
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always be indicated and which follows the consonant in this case, while it 
divides the glottal stop and consonants in the other case, /ca'-a/ *to eat'; 
/cc'r-a/ 'far'; /re'-a/ *to go'; /na'r)-ni/ 'your'; /o'n-a/ *give'; /ra'm-a/ *thin'; 
/ki'-me/ 'tail.' 

/-/ In the discussion of the phonemes above, I have frequently described 
allophonic distinctions which depend on whether a phoneme occurs as syllable 
initial, non-final or final. In order that the position in the syllable may be 
unambiguous, it is necessary to mark syllable boundaries when these do not 
coincide with word boundaries. /-/ is used for this purpose. The fact that 
this has phonemic value is illustrated by the opposition between /kat-a/ * run ', 
and /ka-ta/ 'word', which are phonetically, [k*at°a] and [k'at'a] respectively. 

1.3 Syllable Structure: 

The minimum Garo syllable consists of a single vowel. It may have in 
addition one Or more consonants, either before or after the vowel or both. 
Initially, all the consonants except for /r)/ and / ' / occur, but finally, only 
/p, t, k, m, n, rj, r,'/ can occur (except for /s/, see above). Initially, clusters 
of /s/ with the unvoiced stops, and all of the stops and fricatives (not the 
nasals) with /r/ occur, i.e. /sp, st, sk, pr, tr, kr, br, dr, gr, sr, cr, jr/. The 
cluster /sk/ differs from the syllable /sik/ in that in the former the /k/ is 
aspirated in accordance with its position before the vowel, while in the case 
of /sik/ the /k/ is unaspirated, in accordance with its position as syllable final. 
The /i/ in this syllable is very short and may not even be voiced. (See under 
/i/.) A minimal pair which illustrates this difference is /sik-a/ * push over ' and 
/ska/ 'before,' which phonetically are [sk°a] and [sk'a] respectively. 

Finally the only clusters to occur are /'m, 'n, *ij, 'r/. No other clusters 
occur within the syllable. Across syllable boundaries, however, any finsd 
consonant or cluster may occur before any following initial consonant or cluster 
without limitation. 

If syllable juncture has such an important role, there is no such thing as 
a genuine medial cluster. Any unusual combination of consonsmts which occurs 
in the middle of a word can be quite simply analyzed into a succession of the 
final of one syllable with the initial of the following syllable. This includes 
repetitions of the same phoneme. Phonetically, then, Garo has long consonants 
in the medial position, but phonemically, they can be analyzed as surrounding 
a syllable boundary; e.g. /con-na/ 'to be small* (infinitive) contrasts with 
/co-na/ 'to row.* Similarly, length distinguishes /sa/ 'one*, from /sa-a/ 'side,* 
and /boq-a/ 'five* from /bo-oq-a/ 'secrete.* 
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